.
Zydzi Polscy' ('We Polish Jews'), Juljan Tuwim, 1942) It was late spring of 1946. The war had ended twelve months before, but the memories of those terrible years still lingered in my mind. I should have been full of joy as the moment I had been waiting for over the past seven years had finally arrived. Soon I would be crossing the border separating the Soviet Union from Poland and I would be back in the country where I was born and where I had spent the prime years of my youth. I was in a state of excitement at the thought of returning home. All that separated me from my native country was the river on the shores of which I was standing. It was the same river I had crossed in 1939 while escaping the Nazis. That crossing point was further to the north about 60 kilometres from where I was now. At that time, when I made the crossing in a dinghy under the protection of night, I had not realised that ahead of me were seven long years of exile.
My return journey began in the small town of Komarovo located half way between Moscow and Leningrad. I had spent the past two years in that town and when, after the end of the war, the order came for all former Polish citizens to be repatriated, the local Soviet authorities organised a goods-train that would take us back to Poland. All along the journey we were singing Polish, Russian and Yiddish songs accompanied by the sounds of a guitar, which one of the repatriates 1 took back with him, and a mandolin, which I played. I bought the mandolin for a few roubles at the Komarovo market. It wasn't really a bargain, for it had quite a large hole in its bottom part, but this didn't worry me. I, and everyone else, thought the sound was quite good and the tunes I had been playing were recognisable.
Before leaving Komarovo my friends and I made sure to be seated together in the same carriage. Amongst them was my good friend David, who could boast close knowledge of the Soviet system. He spent some time in a Soviet labour camp and was set free in 1941 after the Nazis invaded the Soviet Union. Just prior to our departure, he was again arrested by the secret police but released after a few days of interrogation. A pre-war staunch communist, he had become a sworn enemy of the regime. 'They [the communists] should burn in hell', he would say in front of people. I used to warn him of the danger he was facing from the Soviet police, but he would not listen. Now, however, as we were about to leave the workers' paradise, he suddenly started to preach his old ideas and voice his intention to help build a democratic Poland.
Kuzka, the sheet-metal worker, a former member of the social democratic party Bund, had never been a friend of the Bolsheviks and was eagerly awaiting the moment of liberation from Soviet rule. Marek was a Zionist and retained his dream of going to Palestine. As for Yosif, Nute, Ivan Ivanovich and others, they had never disclosed their political views for fear of the Soviet secret police. Now, all our fears had gone and everyone felt free to express his opinion. We all agreed that there was no future for us in the Soviet Union.
As for myself, I was torn between hope and despair. I simply could not grasp the extent of the terrible catastrophe, and the enormity of the calamity did not sink into my consciousness. I could not believe that a Jewish community of three and a half million could have been wiped off the face of the earth. Yet, the confirmation of the great tragedy had come to me a year before.
At the end of 1944, or perhaps at the beginning of 1945, I was constantly glued to the loudspeaker in my room. After the offensive that began in August 1944, when the Red Army entered into the territory of former Poland, the Russian radio kept repeating messages calling to listen to an important announcement. This was usually a news item announcing the liberation of a Polish town -an announcement preceded by the sound of Polish music. Tears came to my eyes when I heard a familiar tune of a song I used to sing while at school in Warsaw. Names such as Lublin, Bial / ystok and Brest Litovsk were a
